BISMARCK'S LAST OVERTURE                     1888-90
possession of the island really had this portentous result, history might
say that Salisbury was the instrument of an ironic spirit preparing
disaster for Germany.
5
The African treaties and his abortive effort to obtain a British
Alliance were Bismarck's last throws. On coming to the throne the
new Emperor had declared his complete confidence in the illustrious
statesman who " under imperial guidance " had steered the ship of
State for so long, but events soon showed that there was no room in
this ship for both a masterful pilot and a young captain who was
panting to take the helm. On March 18, 1890, the pilot received his
dismissal, and the captain made it known that he was about to steer
" a new course." What this might be was the subject of much dis-
cussion and mystification at the time, but it was roughly brought home
to Russia when the new Emperor and his Chancellor u cut the wire
to St. Petersburg " by refusing to renew the " Reinsurance Treaty "
with Russia. In form the refusal came from the Tsar, but only after
he had ascertained that the Germans were against renewal. There was
much that a strict moralist might say about the duplicity of this
treaty, with its secret engagement to Russia behind the back of
Austria ; and Holstein, the German Permanent Secretary, who had
never till then developed scruples about any act of policy, discoursed
improvingly on this aspect of it. But to prevent Russia from feeling
so isolated that in the absence of any other friend she would gravitate
to France had been a cardinal object of Bismarckian diplomacy, and
from the German point of view its wisdom could not be questioned.
Whatever might be said about the form of the treaty, to dispense
with it without offering any substitute was an act of folly for which
the new regime in Germany was to pay heavily.
France and Russia now saw one another as bed-fellows in misfortune.
Russia had been thrust out of the German circle and stood alone
without a friend in the world. France still walked in fear of a German
attack, and in 1891 it again seemed dangerously near. In February
of that year the Empress Frederick paid a well-intentioned visit to
Paris, but by a tactless excursion to Versailles and St. Cloud, where
the marks of German shells were still visible, brought down upon
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